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Children Have ‘to Learn to Remember Successfuliy

L) 4

" Suscessful remembering does not come naturally tc young children. Yeung-*

sters are devoted first and foremost to exploring and. enjoying the things

around them, not to making records of their experiences for later reference.

¥ A chronic sodrce of- frustration for all but the most super-human of

[y

teachers is the difficulty that preschoolers and young school-age child-

ren have in remembering what we want-them to, They don't mean to forget,'
h -
and they do to great lengths’ to convince us that remembering happens to
%
be easy for them and that we can rest assured of their success the follow-

e

ing day. Nevertheless, they are champion forgetters for reasons that are

now’becqming clear as we continue to study memory development during the
LS .

preschool-and elementary-school years.

Types of lMemory Abilities

Many of the parents I speék with are quick to comment that their

youngsters sometimes remembor thirgs that even they, the parehts, nave
3}
-

long forgotten, These obsurvations are quite correct and require us to

be very spcecific when we think about the types of memory skills ur child-

-

ren do and do not have,

-

On the one nand, the young child has a very well developed recogni-
tion merory. He has a keen ability to recognize things he hag seen or
heard before when he encounters them again. Several years ago I asked

(]

parents to help their three- and four-year-olds learn and remember the

-
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names of a set of pictures., Each picture showed an animal or object .that

the children were familiar with, one that could be found around the house.

{Q.‘;;E\EESSion lasted only six or seven minutes, after which the parent and

child &ége asked “o0 work on another activity. About six months later I
returned to tﬁe Ehildren with twice as many pictures. Half ;;re those
they had scen with their parents. ?he other half were new, although they,
too, depicted familiar household objectsifnd animals. I showed the child-
ren two pictu:e§ at a ¢ime, ora old one and one new one, and askedwéké; to
point to the one they had seen before. Even three-year-olds wéréjgetter
than 90 ‘percent correct in recognizing the oldipictures over thi; six~
mor:ith pericd. This is not unusual, Recent research inveséigations show
that four- aad five-year—olds have excellent, almost 2 ult-like memory
;kills {see Brown: & Scott, 1971; Corsini, Jacobus & ieonard, 1969) and that
these skills beqin4to appear as carly as the first year of infancy ‘Pagan,

N

In contrast, the young child has a poor recall memocy relative to .

-

older children and adults. When we askf§our- and five-year-orﬁé to study

L

a set of 15 or 20 pictures so tiat they will be able to recall the names

-

of the things they see later from memory, typically they are only able to
P
recall five or six items. Oldex elementary-school children recall nearly

. . . Pans
twice as many picturesﬁfand adults recall nearly all of them. Thus, our

concerns over the forgetfulness of young children almost always center on

their inabilities to recall, rather than failures to recogtigp. ¢

(

s,
.
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The Cause of Children's Recall Failures

So, what is the matter .ith £he young child'’s recall me?ory? The
answer Lecomes c%ear when we consider what we, as adults, 3o to prepare
ourselves for examinat}ons, job interviews,{fpeéthes, and so on. Soqe of
us-use study opportunities to verbally rehearse thé taings we want té 4

remember. We repeat the names or facts over and oveg until confident that

* -

that they will come to us later when we need them. Others spend study

opportunities putting the rames or. facts into groups, since most f£ind that !

-

recall comes easier vhen thiggs fall into groups than we we have to

remenber things individually. In preparing for an American History exam-

ination, for example, we miéht form groups oﬁ war herocs, leaders of

soéial revolutions, inventors, and industrial tycoons, and so on. Cr in.
trying to memorize what we have learned about children’s de;elopment, we
might separate the facts according to children's ages (2.9., chaggctéris- .
tics of infants, preschoolers, etc.), or group them on the basis of ﬁé:- . .

sonality characteristics, social characteristics, and so on. The specifics
. i

of these strategies are not important here. vhat is important about the

exanples is that older children and adults are purposefyl and planful about
Fies T
the task of memorizing, We know that recall is difficult and not an auto-

4

matic outcome of learning. We have to prepare for recall by ﬁhinking of

vtricks”™ and strategies that will help}us later.

Young children, on the other hand, are not so deliberate in_ preparing

W
F

“for successful nemory. at least not"in the very pffective ways that we are.
- ) -

S




- - ¢

Learn to Remember

. ) - , | s

-

Rarely do they verbally rehearse or make groups of their learning materials

to help mewmory. In fact, there is one recent studi which shows that. when

-

\\
the youna” child is given the opportunity to study pictures, and told before-
hand that he will have to recall them from memory when they are taken away

afterward, his later recall of these materxials is no better than if we had

. b
simply told him to "look at"” the pictures without even mentioning the en-

£ \ .

suing merory task (Appel, Cooper, ligCarzell, ths-xnight, Yussen,, & Flavell,
1772). In other words, the young child does little to preparze for nemory,
and it is probably for this reason, ratber than due to any built-in liﬁita-

tions or deficiencies of his menory sy5tem.\i:self, that he shows such poor

o

-

" recall.

fthen and Yhv Do Children Begin to Show Planful Memory Behaviors?

L 4

Thinking ahead about memory and using plarful study skills to improve

nemory does not come naturally to children. As Stone and Charch (3973)

point out, youngsters are devoced first and foremost to exploring and en-
: ) e —
joying thg things around them, not to making records of their experiences
- - A

Y . . . . . e
for‘%ater reference. Moreover, the preparation that goes into memorizing
\ > :
has no immediate reward, and since youny children are less concerned with

. ] .
being efficient and accurate in their task bhehavior, and more intrigued

with the novelties and enjcyment of performing the tasks, théy are not apt

S

.o 4
to spend time thinking of ways to improve their learning and mémggy

achievenents.
Yet, b§ seven or eight years of aée, children do begin to show signs

t /-
of memory planfulness by using strategies such as verbal rehéarsal and

. \

’ -

4
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grouping strategies. No one is sure why th2 transition occurs during this ~

.

. age period. However, some childfwatchers believe that it stems from an

. . accumulation of experiencgs encountered during the first several years of
N - > ) ™

.

Bormal schoeling. Demands for successful retention, as a rule, are more- .

- - . -

frequent and more rigorous in the classrooms than in home envixonments.

Parents have a way of ident.fying and sympatnizing with the forgetfulneés :
: 4 . . 4
of their children. While they encourage youngsfers to remember selected

- L 4

experiences, few actually demand retenticn of factual information. “Class-

L : 7/
rcom teachers, on the other Hard, are responsible for day-to-day gains in i

pupil achievenent. That children rerain today's knowledée to understund

. .
essential for pupil progress. As the infommation load .

¥

tororrow's lesson is

increases from grade to grade, successful retention hecomes increasingly

-

important:- -Thus, teachers come to expect %etter mexorization énd encgurage
R .p?gi}s to take their memorization expefiences seriously. &HmmeEVerf pupils
in school learn that they will be testg? for the materials they,encoﬁnter,
thereby”upping.the incentive for deliberate;égd pilanful memarizat@ag Eehavior:
It is bélieved that these school-related expectations and demands force
. ; —:
children to realize the importarce of p%énfulnesg/;nd deliberate study b2~ L et
haviors for successful memory. The resulé is tﬁét by the time thLey reach
third grade, many have learned to take cteps on their own initiative to
LA insure successful recall., In other words, they have le%rned what it ta%es
to remember successfully., This ééocees of memor?’vducation appears to be

- ‘L . X Y :
a slow one, requireing thet teachers maintain rijorous demands for success-

ful remembering for a rather long period of time. Teachers might be

L
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b relieved to know that researchers have not been able to train children to
use adu{t-1ike memoxy ‘strategies at their own direction in one or two con-
centrated sessions (loely & Jeffrey, 1974).

Ways to Better the.Recall'of Young Children

Lest these comments suggest an overly pessind%tic picture of the young ' |
- - 3
child’s recall ability, it is important to make a distinction between what

et 1 < -

% s
youngsters fail to do for the betterment of memory when left to their own

devices, and what they can do to achieve successful retention under the _ -

direction of a parent or teacher. Professor John H. Flavell (1977) in his \
discussion of children'’s memory provides the clearest account of this dis-
tinction. There is ample evidence that the youpg child can be an effective

memorizer if we can somehow have him study his materials conscientiously

and make use of memory strategies simi¥ar to those that we use. In other

words, if teachers want goéd reten-ion from their young pupils, they must
: R - ,

devise wa¥s to insure that pupils approach their learning‘naterials
deliberately, b

Oné tsdhnique that we have used very successfully in laboratory studies

r
is to require the child to sort his materials into meaningful groupings

before he has_to recall them for a test. Recent studie§‘by Lange and ) i

-~

Griffith (1977) and Lange and Jackson (1974) show that kindergarteners and
first-~graders nearly double their recall achievements after having sorted ]

- . = -
the same materials.>“ghere are several.reasons for this. To make.meaning-

ful gréﬁps, chiidren hafe to think akout and analyZze carefully the meanings

/

of the things they see. This requires attention and concentration over

.
.
~ . .
5 . -
- . -1 Y
.
.
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and above that which the child might devote to his study _or:!inari'Iy. An-

other zdvantage is that sorts pr"ovide a structure for the child to think

-~

back to as he tries to remember. If he can think of the groups he made,
™~ N R . -

he-has a better chance of thinking of the items$ that he put in thcse groups.

Short of sorting,.teachers can ask children simply to think of;ways that.

the materials can "go with another." -

* t ié ’ 7 \;
There are several’;pther techniques which would seem to oe effective

N e 3 - I - . N - = -
and more practical in some situdtions than sor ger One is to have child-

ren asx meaningful questions about the things they study. As in sorting,

thoughtful qx;estiqns require concentrated attention and in many cases induce

-
- . I

. . - 5 = . - -
the child to relate the new information to his own personal esperiences,

Y

an activity which .is, believed to he beneficial for xetention. Aasking the
child to tell others, perhaps other pupils, what some of.his pew -informa-
tion "makes hinm think of" serves the same function and may require less

‘supervision. Througt‘each of these\ techniques, children ‘not only enrich

-
-

the meanings of the things t‘neg encounter, but also become. active and pre-

-

sumably more nmotivated participants in the learning and memorization process.

N .

1)
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